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First World War Commemoration – June 8
th

 2016  

Devil’s Wood performance premiere  

at Johannesburg Holocaust & Genocide Center 

 

Dear guests and friends, [confirmer selon officiels invités] 

All protocol observed,  

 

I am delighted to welcome you tonight for the opening of 

our Commemoration of the South African engagement in 

the First World War. 

 

Engaged with the Allies, the contribution of the Union of 

South Africa to the Western Front was substantial. Hardly 

recovering from the civil war 4 years before, South Africa, 

as a member of the British Empire participated, in several 

of the First World War military operations in Africa, in the 

Middle-East but also in Europe, especially in the Somme 

region of France. 
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Exactly one hundred years ago, 3 200 South Africans 

disembarked in France on the Somme battlefield. The 

Delville Wood battle turned out to be one of the bloodiest 

of the First World War: two-thirds of the South African 

soldiers sent there lost their lives, as well as labourers and 

nurses.  

 

Their courage and sacrifice will be celebrated in France on 

12 July, at Delville Wood, in presence of President Jacob 

Zuma. 

 

More globally, we would also like to underline the 

participation of the African continent in the Great War, the 

“Last War” as we believed we could call it. Through 

imperial ties, Africans from the fours corners of the 

continent were mobilized. 

  

To pay them a tribute, I am honoured to open this series of 

events called “A 100 years of Memory: South Africa and 

WWI”.. I am grateful to the Label du Centenaire in France, 

the Goethe Institut, the South African Holocaust & 

Genocide Foundation, the Alliance Française Network and 

the French Institute of South Africa for their contribution to 

this project.  
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Tonight, we have the great privilege to attend the first 

representation of Devil’s Wood, written and created 

especially for the occasion by Sylvaine Strike. The play 

conveys the experience of young men who volunteered to 

be sent to the European battlefront as well as the feelings 

back home in South Africa, thanks to a wonderful cast of 

young South African actors: Daniel Geddes, Thabo 

Rametsi and Tishiwe Ziqubu.  

 

Tomorrow evening at the Goethe Institute, historians will 

ponder about how the memory of the Great War was 

shaped in South Africa, following the lines of national and 

social divisions during the 20th century.  

 

Finally on Friday evening at the Alliance Française 

Johannesburg, a showcase of animated short movies 

about WWI will be screened to provide a contemporary 

perspective on these events and experiences. 

 

This programme will then be offered to the audiences of 

Durban and Cape Town next week. 
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To conclude, I would like to give special thanks to Sylvaine 

Strike, the director of tonight’s performance. From the very 

beginning of this project, her enthusiasm and commitment 

were absolute and through her extensive research, the text 

you will be hearing tonight is taken directly from the letters 

of those on the front. 

 

The programme was also built thanks to the advice and 

contribution of Bill Nasson, South Africa’s specialist of the 

Great War. I would like to thank him very warmly for his 

involvement in this project.  

 

After the performance, please stay a bit longer: we will be 

hosting a discussion between the two of them, Sylvaine 

and Bill, and this promises to be a most interesting insight 

into this commemoration of the First World War. 

 

Thank you, and have a good evening. 

 


